Congress of the United States
MWashington, DE 20515

May 12,2023

The Honorable Michael S. Regan

United States Environmental Protection Agency
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW

Washington, DC 20004

Dear Administrator Regan:

We write to express our strong concern about the ecological and human health risks posed by
microplastics and to urge the EPA to use its existing statutory authorities to address the growing
prevalence of microplastic pollution.

Microplastics have been found nearly everywhere scientists have looked for them, from the top
of Mount Everest to the bottom of the Mariana Trench.' EPA scientists have characterized
microplastics as an “emerging threat” due to their ubiquity, persistence, ability to absorb and
leach other pollutants into the environment, and lack of established remediation methods.”

Recent estimates reveal that the average adult takes in over 320,000 microplastics each year.™
Experts are also increasingly sounding the alarm about the emerging body of evidence showing
that microplastics may be inducing inflammation, dysregulating our immune and endocrine
systems, increasing cancer risk, and affecting pregnancy outcomes.” As the EPA/NOAA’s Draft
Report on Microfiber Pollution states, “existing research suggests that microplastics (including
microfibers) have the potential to impact human reproductive, respiratory, digestive, nervous,
and urinary systems.”"

Inaction from the EPA in setting national regulations for microplastics has led to troubling
disparities among states regarding basic protections from such pollution. After initially proposing
in March 2022 requirements for chemical companies to have internal processes restricting
accidental releases of plastic pollution the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ)
quickly abandoned the initiative." California has adopted a statewide strategy to reduce
microplastics in aquatic ecosystems, with the California Ocean Protection Council leading
multiple state agencies in this goal."! Federal action should encourage high standards to mitigate
microplastics in natural environments, which can ultimately make their way into the food we eat,
the water we drink, and the air we breathe.

We recognize that the EPA has already taken some steps to address microplastics, including
through the EPA’s Trash Free Waters (TFW) program, which has supported numerous research
and outreach activities to improve our understanding of microplastic pollution. TFW has also



convened scientists through its Microplastics Expert Workshops to address key data gaps and
methodological challenges.*"

We are encouraged that the EPA/NOAA Draft Report’s Federal Plan included actions to prevent
pollution and address associated health risks such as capturing microfibers from wastewater
effluent and stormwater runoff, removing them from surface waters, minimizing the use of
harmful chemicals, supporting the development of non-toxic alternatives, reducing waste, and
promoting a circular economy.™ The goals laid out in the Draft Report on Microfiber Pollution
apply to the broader category of microplastics and if achieved could make a positive impact on
reducing, capturing, and minimizing microplastics in the environment. At this stage, however, it
is important that we move beyond goals and into enforceable limits. Ultimately, the Clean Water
Act sets the right target—its whole purpose is to eliminate the discharge of pollutants into our
waters.

Currently, microplastics are defined as solid waste, rather than hazardous material, despite their
high prevalence throughout all ecosystems and concerns regarding human health

impacts. Microplastics affect the marine carbon cycle, which plays a vital role in mitigating
climate change, and animal ingestion of microplastics additionally exposes them to harmful
chemical additives within the plastic material.* Microplastic pollution goes beyond the harms of
solid waste—microplastics increase emissions and poison living organisms as they introduce
harsh chemicals into ecosystems.

The EPA's recent proposal to establish drinking water safety limits on per- and poly-fluoroalkyl
substances (PFAS) is an important step to ensure all Americans have safe drinking water
Microplastics present hazardous ecological and human health threats. Current regulations are
lacking and facilitate human ingestion of microplastics. The prevalence of microplastics within
water systems poses similar risks to human health and should be included in upcoming drinking
water limits and regulations.

In addition to expanding existing efforts to regulate microplastics, further action should be taken
under the Clean Water Act to mitigate microplastics throughout the environment. The plastics
industry continues to operate under Effluent Limitations Guidelines and Standards (ELGs)
largely unchanged from the original passage of the Clean Water Act fifty years ago, which fail to
account for the current consumption rates and widespread proliferation of

microplastics.® Modern plastic production—both technology and quantity—has changed
significantly, necessitating a reevaluation of ELGs to ensure full enforcement of the Clean Water
Act.

In support of a proactive, precautionary approach to microplastic pollution, we request that EPA
take the following actions to remediate and prevent future harm from microplastics:

1. issue national primary drinking water regulation for microplastics modeled after proposed
regulations for PFAS. The EPA must use the Safe Drinking Water act regulatory process
to establish clear goals and enforceable limits on the number of microplastics in drinking
water.



2. recognize microplastics and the many chemicals they contain as hazardous and toxic and
start to regulate them as such under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act in
concordance with the best available data. Classifying microplastics as hazardous waste
strengthens disposal regulations, mitigating their presence in natural ecosystems.

3. establish effluent limitations for runoff of 0 mg/1 of plastic materials. All stormwater,
industrial and general, permits issued by the EPA and state-delegated NPDES programs
must reflect these limits to the best of their available ability.

4. publish the final EPA/NOAA Report on Microfiber Pollution committing to the actions
proposed in Section 7 of the Draft Report and, in addition, adopting a more clear and
urgent timeline for removing microplastics from water systems with proposed regulations
that will lessen microplastic pollution as outlined in the report.

5. increase TWF research and outreach efforts through the Microplastics Expert Workshops
to guide quantifiable recommendations for further EPA action to reduce microplastics.

To fully meet the urgency of the moment and mitigate further damaging effects, we respectfully
urge the EPA to undertake more comprehensive action to strengthen the regulation of
microplastics under the Clean Water Act. We request a comprehensive reply with specific
responses to our five requested actions in a timely manner.

Thank you for your attention to this important matter, and we look forward to working with you.

Sincerely,
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Member of Congress
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Member of Congress
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Member of Congress

Eleanor Holmes Norton
Member of Congress
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